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of it without being ungracious. On this agreement I felt I could
take my leave.,
As I shook hands shyly with the masseuse, I imagined I saw a
mute apology in her eyes for the behaviour of Berdicheva, and I
wanted to say something nice to her, to let her know I had under-
stood and that I welcomed this little bond between us, but my
cursed rawness where women were concerned came in to spoil
things, and I made a fool of myself by jumping back and saluting
her with an absurd pomp and over-smartness, as if she had been
at least a major-general. She burst out laughing, in which Berdi-
cheva joined, and I kicked my way angrily down the stairs in deep
self-mortification. I was convinced Rak had picked me for my present
post for no other reason than that I was such a child no one would
suspect me of ft.
Next day when I called on Berdicheva I was told that a meeting
with Manouiloff could not be fixed for at least a fortnight as he
was leaving the next morning on a business trip to Sweden. As
soon as I had left her I raced to the Commission to report my news
of Manouiloff's trip to Chaplinsky, so that he could arrange to set
a watch on him. I dreamt that night I was an asp on Berdicheva's
ample bosom.
A few days later I was dining in the mess of the officers of the
Tsar's corps at Tsarskoe Selo when a discussion arose about what
we should all do when the war should be over. Rak had advised
me that when I was trying to make people believe something
about me I should never lose an opportunity of living up to the
role I was creating for myself, even if my hearers had no apparent
connection with the group for which the pretence was originally
intended. One never knew, he said, what measures one's quarry
might be taking to check up on one, and in any case every bit of
practice made the pretended role more perfect. So, acting on this
advice, I joined in the discussion and produced my scheme for the
foundation of the physical-culture institute. When this had been
explored from every angle, an officer of one of the Guard regiments
confided in me that he was also thinking of going into business when
the war was over, the carpet business, to be precise. This seemed
such an odd line for a Guards officer to be considering that I
chaffingly asked what on earth had led him to that decision.
He replied quite seriously that he had had an offer of a partner-
ship with a Swede who was making pots of money out of it* They
had met a few nights before in the lounge of the Hdtel Astoria, where
the Swede was staying. Now I knew this Lieutenant V-----to be
a brilliant billiards player and a pretty-able bridge partner, but I
could not imagine any business man being likely to think of him as